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Analogue assessments were conducted with a common contingency (escape from tasks) 
that varied only by three different instructions describing the contingency. In one con- 
dition, the contingency was described as “taking a break,” in another condition it was 
described as “time-out,” and no description of the contingency was provided in a third 
condition. The participant was a typically developing 5-year-old child with a diagnosis 
of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder. Rates of inappropriate behavior varied substan- 
tially across the three conditions as an apparent effect of the prior instructions. Some 
implications for conducting functional analyses with verbal children are discussed. 
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The extension of functional analysis pro- 
cedures to typically developing children who 
discriminate spoken instructions is an 
emerging area of research and has resulted 
in a variety of relatively small but potentially 
important procedural variations. One such 
variation is whether or not children are given 
prior instructions regarding the specific con- 
tingencies associated with different analogue 
assessment conditions. Some studies using 
functional analyses with typically developing 
children have provided no prior instructions 
(e.g., Broussard & Northup, 1995), whereas 
others have provided specific instructions re- 
garding the contingencies associated with 
each condition (e.g., “if you talk, I will have 
to remind you to work quietly”; Broussard 
& Northup, 1997). It might be expected 
that children with well-developed verbal rep- 
ertoires could be greatly influenced by a de- 
scription of contingencies. In general, accu- 
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rate instructions can be expected to facilitate 
subsequent performance. Thus, informing a 
child of the contingencies associated with an 
analogue assessment condition could poten- 
tially increase the efficiency of a functional 
analysis. However, conclusions may be seri- 
ously limited if a child responds only to the 
instruction and never directly contacts the 
contingency associated with the assessment 
condition (Shimoff, Matthews, & Catania, 
1986). 

The purpose of this study was to evaluate 
the effects of different instructions on the 
outcomes of analogue assessment conditions 
intended to test for negative reinforcement. 
We compared results from three analogue as- 
sessment conditions that varied only by the 
verbal description of the contingency that 
was given for inappropriate behavior. 

METHOD 

Participant and Setting 

Marie was a 5 -year-old girl who attended 
a summer program for children with a di- 
agnosis of attention deficit hyperactivity dis- 
order. Marie had no other psychiatric diag- 
nosis, and an assessment indicated that she 
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was functioning within at least an average 
range of intellectual ability. All sessions were 
conducted in a small therapy room located 
in the psychology department of a large state 
university. 

Response Definitions and Data Collection 

Response definitions. Inappropriate vocali- 
zations, out-of-seat behavior, destruction, 
and aggression were the target behaviors. In- 
appropriate vocalizations were defined as any 
vocal noise or verbalization that was not pre- 
ceded by the child’s raised hand and ac- 
knowledgment by an adult. Out of seat was 
defined as the child’s full body weight not 
being supported by a chair for at least 3 s. 
Destruction was defined as scribbling with a 
pencil on the academic task, desk, or walls 
of the therapy room. Aggression was defined 
as hitting the therapist or poking the thera- 
pist’s body with a pencil. 

Data collection. Observers recorded target 
behaviors on laptop computers; results are 
reported as the combined rate of inappro- 
priate behaviors per minute. All sessions 
were 5 min long, and three to six sessions 
were conducted each morning. Interobserver 
agreement was obtained for at least 25% of 
all sessions for each participant and condi- 
tion. Mean interobserver agreement was 
91% (range, 85% to 97%) for out-of-seat 
behavior, 96% (range, 89% to 100%) for 
inappropriate vocalizations, 96% (range, 
90% to 99%) for destruction, and 97% 
(90% to 100%) for aggression. 

Procedure 

Functional analysis. An initial assessment 
consisted of attention (reprimand), escape, 
and control conditions alternated in a mul- 
tielement design. During attention and es- 
cape conditions, Marie was seated at a desk 
with only a therapist present and was given 
an instructional-level preacademic task (trac- 
ing). Prior to each session, she was told that 
she should stay in her seat and work quietly. 


Additional instructions regarding specific 
contingencies varied across conditions as de- 
scribed below. 

During the attention condition, the ther- 
apist initially presented the task and told the 
child to “stay in your seat and work quietly; 
if you [any target behavior] I will have to 
remind you.” The therapist ignored the par- 
ticipant except to provide a reprimand con- 
tingent on the occurrence of a target behav- 
ior (e.g., “You need to work quietly”). Dur- 
ing the escape condition, the task was pre- 
sented and the child was told “if you [any 
target behavior] you might need to take a 
break.” Contingent on the occurrence of a 
target behavior, the therapist said “take a 
break” in a neutral tone of voice. A break 
consisted of the therapist turning Marie’s 
chair away from the desk, removing the task, 
and turning away from the student for 30 s. 
After 30 s, the child’s chair was turned back 
to the desk, and the therapist gestured to her 
to return to work. During the control con- 
dition, the therapist sat across from Marie 
and helped her to complete a variety of sim- 
ple puzzles chosen by the participant. Non- 
contingent attention was provided approxi- 
mately every 30 s in the form of praise and 
approving statements. 

Assessment of Instructions 

Because high rates of target behavior oc- 
curred in the escape condition, two addi- 
tional conditions were conducted. A time- 
out condition was first compared to an es- 
cape condition and then subsequently com- 
pared to a no-instructions condition. All 
conditions were conducted in the same 
room by the same therapist. Procedures in 
the time-out and no-instructions conditions 
were identical to the escape condition, ex- 
cept for the additional instructions that were 
given regarding how the contingency was de- 
scribed. During the time-out condition the 
therapist stated, “if you [any target behavior] 
you will be in time-out” and said “time-out” 
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Figure 1. Rates of inappropriate behavior during initial functional analysis conditions and pairwise com- 
parisons between time-out and escape conditions and time-out and no-instructions conditions. 


in a neutral tone of voice contingent on the 
occurrence of a target behavior. No addi- 
tional instructions were given in the no-in- 
structions condition, and the therapist made 
no comment following the occurrence of a 
target behavior. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Functional Analysis 

Figure 1 shows the rate of inappropriate 
behavior during the initial functional anal- 
ysis and the results of the pairwise compar- 
ison of the escape and time-out conditions. 
Idigh rates of inappropriate behavior oc- 
curred during the escape condition (M = 
4.5 responses per minute; range, 0.4 to 3.0), 
and moderate rates occurred during the at- 
tention condition (M — 0.7 response per 
minute; range, 0 to 1.8). No inappropriate 
behavior occurred during the last three of 
four control conditions, and the mean was 
0.1 response per minute. 

Assessment of Instructions 

Figure 1 also shows the comparison of the 
escape condition with the time-out and no- 
instructions conditions. When the escape 
condition was compared to the time-out 


condition, high rates of inappropriate behav- 
ior continued to occur during the escape 
condition {M = 11.5 responses per minute; 
range, 9 to 15.6). FFowever, very low rates 
occurred during the time-out conditions {M 
— 0.3 reponse per minute; range, 0 to 0.4). 
When the time-out condition was compared 
to the no-instructions condition, the rate of 
inappropriate behavior during the no-in- 
structions condition was lower than in the 
previous escape conditions but was also high 
{M — 8.0 responses per minute; range, 5.8 
to 10.0). The rate of inappropriate behavior 
remained low during the time-out condi- 
tions (M = 0.5 response per minute; range, 
0.4 to 0.6). 

Results indicate that rates of inappropriate 
behavior varied substantially across the three 
conditions. The rate was high when the con- 
tingency was described as “taking a break” 
and was low when it was described as “time- 
out.” High rates of inappropriate behavior 
also occurred when no description of the 
contingency was given, but rates were some- 
what lower than when it was described as 
taking a break. 

The unique characteristics associated with 
various populations and problem behaviors 
can be expected to necessitate some proce- 
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dural variations from the standard functional 
analysis procedures as described by Iwata, 
Dorsey, Slifer, Bauman, and Richman 
(1982/1994). Thus, it is important to eval- 
uate if and how various procedural and con- 
textual variables may influence functional 
analysis outcomes. The present results sug- 
gest that instructions may be a procedural 
variable that could substantially influence as- 
sessment outcomes for some children. 

The present results show that “taking a 
break” was associated with high rates of in- 
appropriate behavior. However, parent and 
teacher reports indicated that this specific 
comment had rarely, if ever, occurred pre- 
viously. The parents did report that they had 
used a brief exclusionary time-out proce- 
dure, which they described as time-out to 
Marie (although they reported it to be in- 
effective). Prior informal classroom observa- 
tions suggested that her teacher did not use 
time-out or remove assigned materials fol- 
lowing the target behaviors; however, the 
teacher did passively allow Marie to remain 
off task and out of seat for extended periods 
of time. Thus, the no-instructions condition 
in this study may have most accurately rep- 
resented naturally occurring classroom con- 
ditions. 

It is a limitation of the study that a base- 
line of no instructions was not conducted 
earlier, because it is possible that sequence or 
carryover effects may have influenced the re- 
sults. It is also a limitation that explanation 
of the current results is beyond the scope of 
the current study, although several possibil- 


ities may warrant further research. For ex- 
ample, it is possible that the effects associ- 
ated with describing an assessment condition 
as “time-out” may reflect an historical pair- 
ing between past punishment and its de- 
scription as time-out. Thus the term time- 
out may have acquired discriminative prop- 
erties. An interpretation in terms of estab- 
lishing operations might also be considered, 
because use of the term time-out appeared to 
alter the value of escape from task demands. 
Future studies might use experimental de- 
signs constructed specifically to evaluate 
these types of basic behavioral processes. 
Such studies might contribute to applied 
practice and further the study of verbal be- 
havior in applied settings. 
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